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importance; if anything, Liberals tended to resent Labour
candidatures on the ground that they divided the vote
against the common enemy, the Conservative Party.
Even during the long years of Liberal supremacy from
1906 to 1914, it may be doubted whether the significance
of the Labour Party was grasped on either front bench.
Their occupants might pick and choose possible con-
cessions from among the items in the Labour programme
of those years—the Trades Disputes Act of 1906^ for
example. They would deal with sweated industries, as in
the Trade Board Acts, or with unemployment, as with
the establishment, in 1908, of the Labour Exchanges, or
with the grim problems of old age by the conference, in
the same year, of five shillings per week on persons above
the age of seventy* It is yet certainly true, I think, to
afHrm that there was nothing seriously to differentiate this
legislation in principle from efforts like those of Lord
Shaftesbury or Viscount Cross. These are simply the
necessary "concessions" of which Bagehot spoke, enlarged
it may well be by the pressure of an electorate far more
literate and, through its trade unions, immensely more
organized for pressure than it had been in his day*
After the war, there is an immediate and dramatic
change in the perspective of the political scene. The
Russian Revolution, the large extensions of the franchise,
the new consciousness of power in the trade unions, the
widespread sense that the war was itself an expression
of the breakdown of capitalism, all these brought a new
tempo into politics- Their impact was emphasized by long-
continued depression, by the high cost of living, by the
technological revolution in industry, by the psychological
changes in habits and social relations produced by the
war. The Labour Party became the official Opposition*
For the first time, it became a great national organization,
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